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  KEYWORD-HIT 
       Jerry Free brought a touch of Las Vegas to the sewer industry. 
       In a world where engineers stare at blueprints or trudge through 
  sludge-filled sewers, the boisterous Tennessean wore bright suits and 
  diamond rings.  He boasted of ties to country-western stars and powerful 
  Democrats. He made sewer repairs seem glamorous. 
       Free used his connections, gift for gab, and, on occasion, he said, 
  bribes to ensure that the company he worked for _ United Gunite 
  Construction of Irvington _ got millions of dollars' worth of sewer 
  repair work in urban New Jersey. 
       "I've worked with a lot of people who do business with 
  government," said Jack Shaw, a friend of Free and a political 
  consultant.  "He was a lot more hard-charging and dynamic. . . . He 
  didn't like to take no for an answer. If the first approach didn't work, 
  he'd look for another avenue." 
       But Free's modus operandi of "paying to play," in the words of his 
  former boss's lawyer, caught up with him. He pleaded guilty last month 
  to bribing a Paterson official, presumed to be Mayor Marty Barnes, with 
  13 trips and other gifts in exchange for millions of dollars' worth of 
  city contracts. Barnes has not been charged, and has denied taking 
  illegal gifts. 
      United Gunite President W. Steven Carroll also pleaded guilty to 
  approving the bribes. Paterson City Engineer Nicholas Giella pleaded 
  guilty to accepting a family vacation to Disney World from Free in 
  exchange for steering work to his company. 
       Free and Carroll said in court documents that the bribes were the 
  cost of doing public business in New Jersey. 
      "United Gunite felt compelled to make ill-advised payments and give 
  ill-advised gifts to government officials to maintain its ability to do 
  business with those municipalities," Carroll's attorney, Avraham 
  Moskowitz, said. 
 
  Gaining access across New Jersey 
       Free, who left United Gunite last year, declined to comment for 



  this  report.  
       For nearly 20 years, the 61-year-old Hackensack resident has been a 
  fixture on the state political scene. Free used the same skills that got 
  him contracts to ingratiate himself with the state's top Democratic 
  leaders. He wooed them with his fundraising and, in turn, they got him 
  access to city halls across urban New Jersey. 
       Free, who had struggled to be part of the Nashville elite, was in 
  demand. He was invited to fundraisers for Vice President Al Gore and 
  called upon to raise money for politicians statewide. He had become a 
  player in state politics. 
       "He wanted to be a mover and a shaker," said state Sen. Raymond J. 
  Lesniak, D-Union, who considers Free a friend. "To a certain extent he 
  succeeded in that in a lower-tiered way. He moved beyond what you'd 
  expect a normal vendor to do." 
       Free's success fueled United Gunite's expansion from a small 
  family-run operation in Alabama to one of the region's top sewer repair 
  contractors. The company, now based in Irvington, employs 400 and has 
  offices throughout the country. 
       It has done a number of high-profile projects, including work on 
  the base of the Statue of Liberty. But its bread and butter is repairing 
  sewers using a process known as guniting _ the spraying of concrete on 
  the sewer walls to extend their life. It has worked in scores of 
  municipalities, including Paterson, Elizabeth, and Hackensack. 
       In Paterson, the company made $17 million since 1994 and has been 
  the largest contributor to local campaigns. An investigation by The 
  Record also found that the city paid the company twice the going rate 
  for the repairs and awarded it an annual emergency contract _ a tactic 
  used by Free to avoid public bidding, he said in court documents. 
      Friends said Free struck up a friendship with company patriarch 
  George Carroll back in the 1970s and from there became its top salesman. 
  Free's goal was simple _ to dominate the industry. 
       "We will be the largest gunite company in the world," Free told a 
  Nashville newspaper in 1995, when asked about his expectations in five 
  years. 
       While his days were spent pitching gunite, his nights were consumed 
  with promoting country-western and rock acts. He ran an International 
  battle-of-the-bands competition in 50 cities and organized local country 
  shows as well as a 1986 concert honoring the Statue of Liberty's 100th 
  anniversary. 
       He also was a bit player in redeveloping Nashville's historic 
  downtown in the 1990s, buying at least three buildings with Carroll. And 
  he was a regular on the charity circuit, running a Halloween concert for 
  a cystic fibrosis organization and an annual Easter egg hunt for a 
  Tennessee orphanage. 
 
  Effort and expense make an impression 



      In New Jersey, the 6-foot-3, ruddy-faced Free earned a reputation as 
  a larger-than-life figure who would go to any expense to make an 
  impression. He traveled with an entourage, drove a car with the license 
  plate Gunite1, and held an annual July 4 party that attracted the 
  state's political elite. 
       "You couldn't go to a political event and not know he was there," 
  said Hudson County Freeholder William O'Dea, who met Free in 1987 and 
  recruited him to raise money for his aborted Jersey City mayoral bid 
  last year.  
       His booth at the League of Municipalities convention in Atlantic 
  City was the most audacious. Two scantily clad women worked the booth 
  and a wheel-of-fortune game in which municipal officials could win 
  mementos. 
       One South Jersey official remembered dining with Free at the Taj 
  Mahal casino during the 1997 convention. Free, he said, spent hundreds 
  of dollars on dinner and drinks for a group that included Camden and 
  Paterson officials. 
     "He wasn't afraid to spend money to make everyone feel comfortable," 
  he said.  
       Free also was a regular on the annual New Jersey Chamber of 
  Commerce train to Washington, D.C., buying scores of tickets and renting 
  rooms at the best hotels. He paid for Barnes to attend the event on four 
  occasions, a city spokesman said. 
       Democratic politicians also saw him as an important fundraiser. 
  Since the early 1990s, Free recruited United Gunite executives and 
  friends to give nearly $200,000 to Gore, gubernatorial candidates, and 
  most big-city mayors, according to campaign reports. 
      Lesniak, chairman of the state's Gore campaign last year, said Free 
  was a friend and a regular at Gore fundraisers. Free attended Lesniak's 
  Super Bowl party and a Gore luncheon last year. 
       "I would say that Jerry Free would give to anyone, and anyone who 
  knew what they were doing would call Jerry," Shaw said.  
       "I don't know many people who turned him down," he continued. "Not 
  only did Jerry give personally, he could raise a lot of money. He knew 
  the people standing at the head table and in the board rooms. He could 
  sit there and say `OK, I know 25 people who would give $1,000.'" 
       But Free also wanted to have a voice in the Democratic Party. He 
  doled out political advice and, on one occasion, played the role of 
  enforcer. 
       Democrat Maryanne Connelly was running in the 7th Congressional 
  District primary last year, when Free and Lesniak attempted to persuade 
  her to drop out of the race. Free argued that she couldn't beat the 
  party's candidate and, she says, told her he could get her a job with 
  the Gore administration. 
       Lesniak acknowledged meeting with Connelly at Free's urging but 
  said he offered her nothing in return for dropping out of the race.  



       "I don't know what Free could offer her except a job cleaning 
  sewers," Lesniak said. 
       But Connelly, who won the primary but lost in the general election, 
  said the message was clear. 
       "It was obvious to me that they would go to any lengths to get me 
  out of the race," she said. "Free was delivering a message. I think it's 
  obvious what his interests were, based on whom he was with." 
 
  Turning strangers into good friends  
       When it came to securing work for United Gunite, Free used his 
  self-confidence and Southern charm to help turn strangers into friends 
  and critics into customers. He entranced some with his tales of trips to 
  exotic locales and befriended others with his kindness and big-spending 
  ways, friends said. 
       "The man was a Ph.D. in human nature," Shaw said. "He could meet 
  someone, talk to them, and figure out where they were going in life and 
  if there was a seat next to them for him." 
       Free was introduced into Passaic County by the late Mayor Frank X. 
  Graves in the 1980s and started working in Paterson in 1988.  
       When Rep. Bill Pascrell Jr. ran the city in the early 1990s, Free 
  contributed $13,000 to his mayoral campaigns and an additional $43,000 
  to his Assembly and later congressional campaigns. Free was also active 
  in the community, sponsoring entertainment at the Great Falls Festival 
  since 1994. 
       When Barnes became mayor in 1997, Free stepped up his local giving, 
  contributing $32,000 to  Barnes' campaigns. But, in court documents, he 
  also admitted that he paid for trips, three suits, a dining room set, 
  and a swimming pool for an unnamed official. The mayor's spokesman has 
  said the official was presumed to be Barnes, although he denied that 
  Barnes had ever accepted bribes for contracts. Free also socialized with 
  Barnes and traveled with him to the Dominican Republic, Brazil, and 
  Europe, the mayor's friends said. 
       Free likewise booked trips for Giella through his travel agency, 
  socialized with him, and exchanged holiday gifts, Giella's attorney, 
  Joseph Afflitto said. Giella spent Christmas at Free's Nashville house 
  in 1996. 
       Afflitto said his client allowed his friendship with Free to cloud 
  his judgment to the point that he accepted Free's offer of a trip. He 
  said his client then gave the company work at the direction of an 
  unnamed higher-level city official.  
       Free used that friendship to save his skin, Afflitto contends, 
  wearing a wire for much of last year and taping Giella at his wedding 
  last summer. 
       "Nick thought they were good friends," Afflitto said. "He felt he 
  was so close to the guy that he invited him his wedding. Then it turns 
  out the guy was wearing wire. In the end, Free got caught up in 



  something and turned on everyone. He didn't care who he had sacrifice to 
  get out of his own jam." 
 
  School buses and alligators  
       Free could play hard ball if necessary, using high-pressure sales 
  tactics and invoking his political connections to get work, according to 
  Bayonne officials who dealt with him. A typical Free presentation 
  featured dramatic photos of alligators climbing out of collapsed 
  roadways and school buses falling into them, they said. 
     "He's very forceful and forthright," said John Armstrong, Bayonne's 
  consulting engineer. "He comes across like a secondhand car salesman. 
  You know how when you go into a car dealership and you can't get the 
  details you want?" 
      After showing Bayonne officials a videotape he had made of the 
  city's sewers in 1997, Free warned them of catastrophe unless his 
  company was given a no-bid contract to make emergency repairs, the 
  officials recalled. 
       Free offered to throw in a television so city officials could watch 
  the video, they said. He was shown the door. 
       Free returned a year later. But city officials said they became 
  suspicious after Free's prices dropped by nearly a third and he insisted 
  on using a boilerplate emergency contract. To sweeten the deal, they 
  said, he offered the city's consulting engineer a job running a factory 
  in Tennessee. It didn't work. 
       "The idea was that we had to do something or our streets would 
  collapse," said Steve Gallo, executive director of the Bayonne Municipal 
  Utilities Authority, who rejected the offer in 1997. "But when we 
  reviewed the sewers, we found nothing that would collapse immediately." 
 
  Staff Writer Michael Casey's e-mail address is casey(at)northjersey.com 
 
  (SIDEBAR, a11) 
  AT A GLANCE  
      A sampling of the nearly $200,000 in contributions that United 
  Gunite Construction Inc., its executives, and friends made to 
  politicians from 1991 to 2000. 
 
  Presidential candidates 
   BOX  Al Gore: $2,000 in 1999. 
 
  Congressional candidates and organizations 
   BOX  Rep. Bill Pascrell Jr.: $56,000 in contributions to his 
  congressional, Assembly, and mayoral campaigns dating back to 1991. 
   BOX  Maryanne S. Connelly for Congress: $3,950 in 1998 and 1999. 
   BOX  Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee: $2,000 in 1994. 
   BOX  Menendez for Congress: $1,000 in 1999. 



 
  State candidates and organizations 
   BOX  New Jersey State Committee for Political Action: $32,600 since 
  1996. 
   BOX  Sen. John A. Girgenti: $6,000 since 1991. 
   BOX  James McGreevey for Governor: $4,900 in 1997. 
   BOX  Assemblyman Alfred Steele and Assemblywoman Nellie Pou: $4,760 
  since 1997. 
   BOX  Sen. Raymond Lesniak: $1,500 in 1999. 
 
  County candidates and organizations  
   BOX  Passaic County Democratic Organization: $9,650 since 1998. 
   BOX  Union County Democratic Organization: $6,825 since 1998. 
   BOX  Hudson County Democratic Organization: $2,400 since 1998. 
 
  Local candidates 
   BOX  Paterson Mayor Marty Barnes and his related campaigns: $32,000 
  since 1997. 
   BOX  Elizabeth Mayor Christian Bollwage: $14,500 since 1994. 
   BOX  Former Camden Mayor Milton Milan: $7,000 since 1997. 
 
 
 


